RETARDATION THROUGH NEGLECT IN CHILDREN OF THE RICH.
By Lightnee, Witmek.
Mental retardation must not be considered as the equivalent of mental defect.
In many cases, doubtless, retardation rests upon a defect of the brain or some other physical defect, the result of heredity, accident or disease, but in some cases the retardation is purely functional and may be a consequence of disuse through neglect. A normal child of six years is possessed of a group of mental and moral qualities characteristic of his age and sex.
These qualities change into others through the acquisition of new or the loss of old qualities and through modification due to growth. The normal child of nine years of age differs from the normal child of six. If a child who was entirely normal at the age of six remains in the possession of the same mental and moral qualities when he has reached the age of nine, he presents the condition of retardation. This retardation may involve one or more, possibly the entire group of qualities. A single quality may have a very potent influence upon the course of intellectual development. Thus, the central mental process determining the course of intellectual evolution is attention. The development of concentrated attention results partly from the genetic process alone,? that is, it is a growth from within,?and partly from the environment in the form of school training and home discipline. Through neglect of proper training, the young man of twenty-one may find his poAvers of attention inadequate for the proper fulfillment of the requirements of a college course and more appropriate to a child of eight or ten.
He -is suffering from a partial arrest of development, the result of neglect. An arrest in the development of attention will carry with it an arrested development of the intellectual processes.
The children of the rich and especially of the very rich, are as apt to show the results of neglect as are the children of the very poor. According to Dr. Nicholas Murray Butler, the child of rich parents is often too seriously handicapped (157) 158 THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CLINIC.
by the effects of home life and school training to profit by the opportunities afforded by the college, into which in Dr. Butler's words, "he is hoisted over the entrance examinations," through the aid of special coaches and "then left to his own limited and rather dingy resources." "The rich boy," he says, "who receives a good education and is trained to be a self-respecting, responsible member of the body politic, might in time share on equal terms the chance of the poor boy to become a man of genuine influence and importance on his own account.
Just now, by the neglect or worse of his parents, the very rich boy is apt to be relegated to the limbo of curiosities and too often of decadents." The responsibility rests primarily, in Dr. Butler's opinion, "upon the folly and indifference of the fathers and the vanity and false pride of the mothers." But this responsibility is shared by the fashionable private school and the private tutor. With Dr. Butler, I believe that the home and school, chiefly through neglect of discipline, permit the minds of many children to remain undeveloped during the formative period. The discipline that is required is not merely that which makes for obedience. It is the discipline of work and strenuous effort, the discipline that trains the memory, the will, the attention, and forms habits of work which permit the children to assume progressively more difficult tasks.
The motive that inspires President Butler's Teach him the first conjugation and he learns this satisfactorily; teach him the second and he learns this with apparent ease; teach him the third and then review him on the first, the discovery is made that he has already lost some of this.
After he has learned the fourth conjugation, it will be found that he has lost very much of the first and some of the second and third. lie is then taken through all the conjugations again and, depending upon the amount of patience possessed by his teacher, he will receive a more or less protracted drill in the grammar. Finally the task of teaching him the exact grammatical forms-will be given up for the time being, and he is put to translating again, in the hope that his memory, by some The training of such powers of attention as are necessary for intellectual work is the peculiar task of the secondary school. The school, however, cannot adequately fulfil its function unless the child comes to it disciplined to some extent in mind and conduct.
In some families, that training of the child's will, which is to serve him in good stead during his school life, begins as soon as the child is born.
In others, the child is turned over to servants, governesses, tutors, and schools that fail to impress upon him the serious nature of school work, with the result that he advances from year to year with no strengthening of the will and attention, A child may be provided with expensive tutors, or sent to schools of the highest reputation, but this may not save him from retardation if the home training has failed to establish a mental and moral character that will enable him to profit by these opportunities.
